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ABSTRACT
Background:  Consensus in international drug policy has fractured. It would be useful to explain 
how and why this occurred.
Aim:  This exploratory study develops and tests theory and methods for describing and explaining 
constellations of policy actors and positions in international drug policy.
Methods:  This article applies the policy constellations approach. It uses social network analysis 
(SNA) of the statements made by countries at the 2024 Commission on Narcotic Drugs, combined 
with a qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) of the data on countries’ value orientations and 
national levels of human development.
Results: A network analysis of the statements made at the Commission revealed two constellations 
of countries in the data: the ‘liberal’ and ‘traditionalist’ constellations. In QCA, after excluding Latin 
American countries, we find that a population’s level of emancipative values may have a causal 
effect on membership of these policy constellations; countries with high emancipative values are 
usually in the liberal constellation, and countries with low emancipative values are usually in the 
traditionalist constellation.
Conclusion:  It is possible to use SNA and QCA to identify policy constellations in international 
drug policy discussions and to provide a provisional explanation of why countries (outside Latin 
America) adopt the policy positions they do.

Introduction

The fracturing of the international consensus on drug 
policy, as discussed by Bewley-Taylor (2012), has gath-
ered pace in recent years. In 2024, unprecedented con-
flict between members states occurred at the 67th 
meeting of the United Nations Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs (CND) in Vienna. Different groups of countries 
put out competing joint statements, and—for the first 
time since 1992 (UN, 1992)—votes were called on res-
olutions, rather than passing them by unanimous con-
sensus (Fordham, 2024). This creates a fascinating 
opportunity to develop and test theory and methods 
to describe and explain the fracturing of the ‘Vienna 
consensus’ in international drug policy.

This article uses the policy constellations approach 
to study the 2024 CND through the use of social 

network analysis (SNA), as was previously done for the 
drug policy fields of the UK and Scotland (Stevens, 
2024). It also, for the first time, applies the techniques 
of qualitative comparative analysis (QCA, Ragin, 2008; 
Rihoux and Ragin, 2009) to the study of policy constel-
lations. The aim is to use this exploratory analysis to 
develop better explanations of the international drug 
policy process by testing out whether these methods 
can provide plausible and useful descriptions and 
explanations of why countries take the positions they 
do in international drug policy debates. This combina-
tion of a new theoretical approach with a novel com-
bination of research methods contributes to the 
growing, international interest in the role of moralities 
in drug policy (Stevens et  al., 2025), in a way that may 
expand the scope of what drug policy research is and 
does (Ritter & Bunyon, 2025).
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The Commission on Narcotic Drugs

The CND is the official forum for the formulation of 
international policy on illicit drugs. It was established 
in 1946 by the UN’s Economic and Social Council in 
order to supervise the application of international drug 
control treaties. It meets annually in Vienna. It is 
chaired by a ‘bureau’ which represents the regions of 
the UN. Secretariat to the CND is provided by the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).

In the formative years of the UN drug control sys-
tem, it was structured by geopolitics. The USA took a 
leading role in creating the contemporary system for 
drug control (Bewley-Taylor, 1999; McAllister, 2000; 
Nadelmann, 1990), but it was not the only player in 
this process (Collins, 2021b). Other countries, including 
Egypt and China, played crucial roles (Kozma, 2011; 
Seddon, 2023; Windle, 2013). Mostyn (2024) argues 
that the creation of an international consensus on 
drug prohibition in the 1980s was part of the process 
of ending the cold war between western liberal democ-
racies and the Soviet Union. Latin American countries 
were also early adopters and international advocates 
for rigid prohibition; often while they were under 
authoritarian rule (Gootenberg & Campos, 2015).

In the past, meetings of the CND strove for unanim-
ity, in what was known as the ‘Vienna consensus’; a 
consensus that had become increasingly strained 
(Bewley-Taylor, 2012; Boister, 2016). Countries have 
diverged over specific issues (e.g. use of the death 
penalty, cannabis legalization, and ‘harm reduction’1), 
as well as in their attitudes toward the international 
drug control system itself (Collins, 2021b). Collins sug-
gests the presence of at least two groupings of coun-
tries, which he labels as reform and conservative 
integrationists, with competing interpretations of the 
UN drug conventions.

The 2024 meeting of CND was divided into the 
‘high level segment’ (14th and 15th March) and the ‘reg-
ular session’ (18th to 22nd March). During the high level 
segment, the CND adopted—by consensus—an out-
come statement laying out collective commitments on 
drug policy, following the ‘midterm review’ of the 2019 
ministerial declaration (CND, 2019).

At the 2024 CND, two groups of countries put out 
conflicting statements in addition to their joint support 
of the official outcome statement. The first group was 
led by the delegation of Colombia. It supported a 
range of more progressive approaches in drug policy, 
including respect for human rights, a gender perspec-
tive, equality for people of African descent and indige-
nous communities, and explicit support for harm 
reduction. This was met by a counter-statement, led by 

the Russian delegation. This instead called for compli-
ance with the traditional prohibitionist interpretation 
of the international drug conventions, and for ‘harm 
prevention’ instead of harm reduction (Fordham, 2024). 
No countries supported both statements, although 
some signed themselves up to neither of them. This 
self-sorting of countries into two groups (that sup-
ported either the Colombian-led or the Russian-led 
statement) enables us to test the reliability of the 
methods presented below for identifying constellations 
of policy actors.

Here, we set out to answer the questions of how and 
why consensus fractured at the 2024 CND, by testing 
whether it is possible to use the statements made by 
countries at CND to identify constellations of countries 
and the policy positions they support. We also provide 
a provisional explanation of why different countries are 
in different policy constellations on either side of the 
fracture in international drug policy discussions.

The policy constellations approach

The policy constellations approach (PCA, Stevens, 2024) 
builds on previous theories of the policy process 
(Sabatier & Weible, 2018; Stevens, 2023); primarily the 
advocacy coalitions framework of Sabatier and 
Jenkins-Smith (1993). To this framework, it adds critical 
realist assumptions on the ontology of causal mecha-
nisms, and a particular focus on the role of moralities 
in influencing policy decisions (Stevens, 2024). Policy 
constellations are fluid sets of actors involved in con-
certed (but not necessarily coordinated) action toward 
the achievement of shared policy goals that suit their 
normative preferences and material interests. In the 
PCA, these moral preferences are called ethico-political 
bases, because the normative foundations that moti-
vate action to influence policies are both ethical and 
political in nature (Haidt, 2012). In the PCA, following 
the critical realist, morphogenetic social theory of 
Margaret Archer (2000), these ethico-political bases are 
thought of as underlying cultural structures that moti-
vate human action.

The PCA provides ten propositions for thinking 
about drug policy making. It has been applied to drug 
policy making in the UK, Poland, Mexico, and the 
Philippines (Lasco & Abesamis, 2025; Los, 2023a, 2023b; 
Stevens, 2024; von Hoffmann, 2024). It has not yet 
been tested and developed at the international level of 
drug policy making. It provides a theory and methods 
for analyzing the concerted (if not necessarily coordi-
nated) operation of policy actors. The PCA’s first prop-
osition states that ‘[t]he policy preferences of policy 
actors will be deeply shaped by the ethico-political 
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bases that they adhere to’ (Stevens, 2024, p. 161). Its 
seventh states that ‘[p]olicy change can occur when 
the preferences, powers and/or contexts of policy 
actors change.’ These propositions in particular guide 
the analysis we present here.

The term ‘constellation’ is also used by Gholiagha 
et  al.’s (2020) study of international drug policymaking, 
using the case of coca leaf to examine ‘norm collisions,’ 
defined as situations where actors perceive two norms 
as incompatible. Here, the clash was between the prohi-
bition of coca by the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic 
Drugs and the protection of indigenous practices—
including coca chewing in the Andes—under the 2007 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
Rather than finding ‘value-driven networks’ or a broader 
transnational campaign, Gholiagha et al. emphasize the 
role of ad hoc state constellations as central norm entre-
preneurs. The limited resonance of coca beyond the 
Andes helps explain the absence of a wider coalition 
(Jelsma, 2011), but Gholiagha et  al. also show that even 
sympathetic actors offered only muted support, reflect-
ing the power of prohibitionist morality and the reluc-
tance of many states, NGOs, and indigenous rights 
advocates to risk their legitimacy by engaging deeply in 
drug policy reform. This dynamic underscores a key 
insight of the policy constellations approach: that the 
moral meanings attached to drugs and prohibition 
shape not only state positions but also the very possi-
bilities for coalition-building, making the PCA a more 
useful lens for analyzing international drug policy than 
frameworks - such as the advocacy coalition framework 
- that presuppose close coordination within coalitions.

The first step of a PCA analysis is to identify the 
constellations of policy actors in a particular policy 
field, by examining which policy actors support which 
policy positions. The next step is to identify the under-
lying ethico-political bases of these policy positions. 
The PCA approach considers policy positions that are 
similar to be ‘connected,’ and proceeds to create a net-
work of connections (known in SNA as ‘ties’) between 
countries and their policy positions. This article covers 
these steps first by analyzing countries’ statements at 
the 2024 CND to see which countries supported which 
policy positions. Identifying the ties between these 
countries and policy positions enables us to map the 
social network formed by the ties between countries 
and the policy positions they supported in their state-
ments. We visualize this social network in a sociogram, 
and also use the modularity statistics to identify two 
competing policy constellations at the 2024 CND. We 
then use QCA to provide a provisional explanation of 
why countries are members of each of these policy 
constellations. We do this by using data from the World 

Values Survey (WVSA, 2020) to analyze whether the 
value orientations held by countries’ populations can 
help explain which countries support policy positions 
that place them in different policy constellations at the 
2024 CND. In this QCA, we also include data on coun-
tries’ level of human development, in case this has an 
influence on countries’ membership of different policy 
constellations.

Methods

Data

Data for the SNA are the statements given by country 
representatives during the high level segment of the 
CND’s 67th session in March 2024, which the lead 
author attended in person. There were 99 such state-
ments made by countries in their own right (excluding 
those made on behalf of groups of countries or inter-
national agencies). National representatives that spoke 
included ministers, ambassadors, and other high-level 
officials. They were invited to speak for five minutes 
each, although they sometimes over-ran their allot-
ted time.

The statements are themselves products of deliber-
ation between multiple authors. They will have been 
negotiated between the various ministries that are 
involved in drug policy, and within the administrative 
units that are responsible for producing such docu-
ments. Individual policy actors may have positions that 
diverge from these negotiated statements. For exam-
ple, the UK’s statement was given by the junior Home 
Office minister for policing, Chris Philps MP. His oral 
statement was somewhat different to the written state-
ment submitted to the secretariat. He went off-piste to 
promise a ‘zero tolerance’ approach to recreational 
drug use and jettisoned parts of the prepared state-
ment about progress made in the devolved nations of 
the UK. The US Secretary of State, Antony Blinken, and 
many other speakers stayed much closer to their pub-
lished scripts.

For our analysis, we used the prepared scripts where 
they were available in English. For statements that 
were provided in other languages, we used transcripts 
of the simultaneous interpretation of the statements 
that was provided at the meeting and made available 
on the online Journal of the United Nations for Vienna, 
which also provides copies of the written statements.2

To explore the relationship between the policy posi-
tions expressed in countries’ statement to the 2024 
CND and the moralities held by these countries’ popu-
lations, we use QCA of the results of the SNA along-
side data on national-level value orientations taken 
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from the seventh wave of the World Values Survey 
(WVSA, 2020).

The WVS’s seventh wave asked over 80,000 partici-
pants in 64 countries about their moral beliefs between 
the years 2017 and 2022. Their responses to these 
questions were reduced to two dimensions in factor 
analysis by the WVS research team, which made the 
WVS data and factor analysis available for others to 
use. One of these dimensions was labeled ‘emancipa-
tive’ (as opposed to ‘obedient’) values. People with 
high levels of emancipative values tend to believe in 
equal opportunities and the freedom to express their 
individuality. People with low levels tend to believe in 
the importance of conformity to collective norms and 
traditions (Welzel, 2013). The WVS does not ask directly 
about attitudes toward illicit drug use, but it does 
include questions on other controversial policies, 
including on homosexuality, euthanasia, divorce, pros-
titution, suicide, and abortion. Responses on such 
issues are highly loaded on the dimension of emanci-
pative values, and can be expected to be in line with 
liberal or traditionalist attitudes to illicit drug use.

The second dimension identified in factor analysis 
of responses to the WVS relates to ‘secular’ (as opposed 
to ‘sacred’) values. This expresses the difference 
between people who root their beliefs in rational and 
critical thought compared to those who adhere to reli-
gious beliefs (Norris & Inglehart, 2011).3 WVS questions 
that load heavily on the secular-sacred dimensions 
cover issues including religiosity, national pride, respect 
for authority, and traditional family values.

We considered it possible that levels of human devel-
opment may affect countries’ attitudes toward various 
policies, including drugs, so we also included the coun-
tries’ values on the UN Development Program’s 2022 
Human Development Index in the QCA (UNDP, 2024).

Two mode social network analysis

SNA enables the visualization of connections between 
policy actors and policy positions in a specified policy 
field (Stevens, 2024). Here the policy actors are coun-
tries, and the policy positions are those that they 
endorsed in their statements to the 2024 CND.

We followed the steps laid out by Stevens (2023) to 
create the node list of these countries (mode 1 nodes) 
and policy positions (mode 2 nodes) and of which 
countries supported which positions (the edge list of 
the ties between nodes of modes 1 and 2), based on 
coding of the countries’ statements, which we carried 
out using Nvivo software. For this coding, we read 
through the statements and coded the positions that 
countries supported by highlighting the words they 

used to do so. Our selection of words and terms to 
code was informed by natural language processing of 
the country statements, which is reported elsewhere 
(Stevens et  al., 2024). We then systematically searched 
the statement for mentions of these words, and rele-
vant combinations (e.g. ‘reduction of supply’ as well as 
‘supply reduction’). We checked that each mention of 
these words was actually an instance of support of 
that position (e.g. that the words were not being used 
to express opposition to that position). We also coded 
some commonly used phrases that expressed a partic-
ular way of thinking about drug policy. This included 
the ideas that drugs are a ‘scourge’ and there is a need 
for ‘common and shared responsibility’ in international 
drug policy in order to create a ‘drug free’ world, or—
conversely - that global drug prohibition is ‘failing.’

We coded the 99 country statements to 41 policy 
positions. These included some explicit calls for action 
(e.g. to abolish the death penalty, or for a ‘zero toler-
ance’ approach), as well as implicit endorsements (e.g. 
showing support for rehabilitation by reporting how 
many rehabilitation centers the country had opened). 
The use of some words—like reports of the numbers 
of drug seizures—were also coded as policy positions 
because they indirectly reflect a way of thinking about 
drug policy (e.g. reporting the number of seizures is an 
indirect way for a country to say that is supports seiz-
ing drugs as a way of reducing drug problems).

There were three policy positions that were so com-
monly supported that they obscured clustering on 
other positions in the SNA; support for drug preven-
tion, for drug treatment, and for human rights. Coded 
mentions of support for prevention, treatment and 
human rights were therefore excluded from the SNA. 
These are universally shared positions that are 
enshrined in the UN’s international drug conventions 
and human rights treaties. The contexts within which 
these words were used in the statements confirmed 
that ‘there remain deep definitional and normative 
divergences between those using the same terms’ in 
international drug policy debates (Collins, 2021a, p. 7). 
For example, the Russian statement endorsed the call 
for human rights, but did so in the context of calling 
for the right to live free of drugs. This was a very dif-
ferent interpretation of human rights from that pro-
vided by Switzerland, which emphasized ‘abolition of 
the death penalty, in particular for drug related crimes, 
prohibition of torture, or cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment, prohibition of discrimination, the right to a 
private life, [and] the right to health.’ Some coded pol-
icy positions (e.g. support for heroin assisted treat-
ment) were only mentioned by one country. These 
were also excluded from the SNA, as they provided no 
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information about relationships between countries. 
This left 38 policy positions in the SNA.

Three country statements—by Armenia, Ireland, and 
Israel—only mentioned one policy position that was 
also mentioned by other countries, and so were also 
excluded from the SNA. A full list of the 97 countries 
and the 39 policy positions that were included in the 
SNA is provided in supplementary appendix A.

Using the Gephi software package, we carried out 
SNA. We laid the sociogram out using the Force Atlas 
2 layout (Jacomy et  al., 2014). In this sociogram, coun-
tries find themselves close together if their statements 
support several of the same positions, or those that 
are supported by other actors who support some of 
the same positions. Countries and positions that share 
no common ties find themselves placed far apart from 
each other. Note that in this two mode SNA, it is the 
connections between countries and policy actors that 
determines their position in the sociogram. There were 
no direct ties between countries.

We used the modularity statistic in Gephi to identify 
those clusters of nodes in the network that shared the 
most ties. Gephi’s modularity process is based on Blondel 
et  al.’s (2008) algorithm for community detection. With 
the resolution parameter set at 1.6,4 this identified two 
modules, which can also be described as constellations of 
policy actors and positions. As we also knew which coun-
tries had supported each of the statements led by 
Colombia and by Russia, we could test the concordance 
between the constellations identified in the SNA and the 
self-sorting of countries that supported each of these 
statements; a useful check on the reliability of the net-
work identification of policy constellations.

Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA)

QCA is a set theoretic approach which enables system-
atic comparison between cases on the combinations of 
conditions that they exhibit and that may be necessary 
or sufficient to cause specified outcomes (Ragin, 2000, 
2008; Rihoux & Ragin, 2009). It combines substantive 
knowledge of cases (in this study, the cases are coun-
tries) with computation of the degree to which they are 
members of the set of cases which do or do not have 
particular configurations of the outcome of interest (in 
this study, their membership of particular policy constel-
lations) and potentially causal conditions (in this study, 
being high or low on emancipative values, high or low 
on secular values, and/or having high or low human 
development). For this analysis, we used the QCAPro 
package in the R software environment (Thiem, 2018).

QCA can use both crisp and fuzzy sets.5 Both crisp and 
fuzzy forms of QCA involve calibrating data on the 

outcome and potentially causal conditions to assign each 
case with a set score (ranging from zero to one), indicat-
ing its degree of membership (from none to full) in the 
set of cases which have this condition. QCA then tests 
whether cases with particular combinations (configura-
tions) of potentially causal conditions can consistently be 
considered to form supersets or subsets of the set of cases 
that displays the outcome of interest. This enables the 
identification of causal configurations that may be consid-
ered either necessary or sufficient to cause the outcome.

The strength of any such potentially causal relation-
ship is expressed—in QCA—in terms of consistency 
and coverage. Both of these measures can range from 
zero to one. Consistency expresses the degree to which 
the potentially causal relationship exists across all cases 
(with one representing perfect consistency). Coverage 
approximated to the proportion of the outcome’s 
occurrence that can be explained by the identified 
potentially causal configuration (known in QCA as the 
‘solution’ of the truth table).

By producing a truth table of which combinations 
of potentially causal conditions are present or absent 
when the outcome of interest is present, QCA can 
identify multiple configurations that may be sufficient 
to cause that outcome (i.e. whenever that combination 
of conditions is present, the outcome of interest 
occurs). In order to identify the crucial conditions from 
the multiple configurations that may be present when 
the outcome occurs, QCA uses a process of Boolean 
minimization to exclude conditions that do not make a 
difference to the outcome. The most conservative and 
reliable explanation is produced in the ‘parsimonious 
solution’ (Baumgartner & Thiem, 2020). This assumes 
that possible combinations of the causal conditions 
that are not actually present in any of the sampled 
cases could have produced either value for the out-
come (present or not present, one or zero) (Ragin, 2008).

The thresholds we used to calibrate fuzzy set mem-
bership scores for the potentially causal conditions are 

Table 1. T hresholds used to calibrate fuzzy set scores for 
potentially causal conditions.
Emancipative values
Calibration: set of countries with high emancipative values
In 0.555
PoMU 0.455
Out 0.395
Secular/Sacred values
Calibration: set of countries with high secular values
In 0.435
PoMU 0.367
Out 0.29
Human Development Index 2022
Calibration: set of countries with high human development
In 0.8
PoMU 0.77
Out 0.665

https://doi.org/10.1080/09687637.2025.2590649
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shown in Table 1. Values of the measured condition 
that exceed the ‘in’ threshold were given a set score of 
one for that condition. Values that were below the ‘out’ 
threshold were given a set score of zero. Values in 
between the ‘in’ and ‘out’ thresholds were given a pro-
portionate value somewhere between one and zero, 
while the threshold for PoMU representing the Point of 
Maximum Ambiguity as to whether a country was or 
was not a member of the relevant set (the PoMUs were 
selected in order to sit at empty break points near the 
middle of the distributions of the measured values).

We carried out separate analyses of the potential 
casual conditions and configurations that are consis-
tent with being necessary or sufficient to cause a 
country to be a member of the liberal or traditionalist 
policy constellations, as assessed by the SNA of their 
statements to the 2024 CND.

As this study did not collect new data from human 
subjects, but rather used secondary analysis of publicly 
available data, it did not require ethical approval.

Results

Social network analysis

The sociogram of policy actors and positions is shown 
in Figure 1. Each dot represents a node on the net-
work (i.e. a country or a policy position). The size of 
the dots depends on how many other nodes they 
were linked to. The largest dots are policy positions 
that had the widest support (apart from prevention, 
treatment and human rights, which were excluded 
from the analysis, as noted above). The lines between 
the dots represent which countries supported which 
policy position in their statements (the ties).

The modularity analysis suggested the presence of 
two constellations of countries according to the pol-
icy positions they supported in their statements to 
the CND, shown in different colors in Figure 1. The 
countries and policy positions which were assigned to 
each constellation are also shown in supplementary 
appendix A.

Figure 1. S ociogram of countries, policy positions and constellations (green represents the traditionalist constellation, red rep-
resents the liberal constellation).

https://doi.org/10.1080/09687637.2025.2590649
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687637.2025.2590649
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This sociogram shows a constellation at the top 
right that clusters around the right to health, abolition 
of the death penalty, harm reduction, gender equality, 
decriminalization, and ‘evidence-based’ drug policy. 
This constellation included most of the countries of 
Western Europe, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and 
the USA.

At the bottom left, we find most of the countries of 
the Middle Eastern, Africa and Asian regions. This area 
of the sociogram also includes policy positions that are 
consistent with the pursuit of a ‘drug free’ world, includ-
ing support for demand reduction, rehabilitation, drug 
seizures, border control, awareness raising, the idea of 
drugs as ‘scourge,’ and opposition to the legalization of 
cannabis. The UK and Italy are the only Western 
European countries to be placed in this constellation. 
The UK is dragged there by its support for border con-
trol and seizures, and the absence of support for harm 
reduction and other progressive measures in the British 
statement. Italy is placed in this constellation despite 
its stated support for the right to health and opposi-
tion to the death penalty because it also supported 
some more traditionalist policy positions, including 
drugs education and the idea of a ‘drug free’ world. As 
can be observed visually, both of these countries and 
some others are placed near the border between the 
two constellations due to their ties to both traditional-
ist and liberal drug policy positions.

We can think of these two groups as the constella-
tions of liberal and traditionalist countries in interna-
tional drug policy. This is analogous to Collins (2021a) 
suggestion of the conservative and reformist group-
ings. The policies supported by the countries at the 
bottom left of the sociogram are consistent with the 
traditional, prohibitionist interpretation of the interna-
tional drug conventions. This is also suggested by their 
common appeals for all countries to comply with the 
UN drug conventions and for ‘common and shared 
responsibility’ to do so. The constellation at the top 
right of the sociogram includes countries who take a 
more liberal approach, supporting public health mea-
sures and the use of scientific evidence, rather than 
relying on strict compliance with prohibition.

The authoritarian regimes of Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Russia and China are in the traditionalist constellation, 
whereas Switzerland—the pioneer of harm reduction 
services and prominent critic of human rights abuses—
is the most extreme member of the liberal constella-
tion, as identified from these countries’ statements to 
the 2024 CND.

The placement of Latin American and of Central and 
Eastern European countries conformed less to such 
continental patterning. For example, Colombia and 

Guatemala are placed at opposite ends of the socio-
gram, as are Belarus and Czechia.

Of the 38 countries in the dataset for the SNA who 
signed up to the Colombian-led statement, 27 (79%) 
were placed in the liberal constellation in our SNA. Of 
the 38 supporters of the Russian-led statement, 34 
(89%) were placed in the traditionalist constellation. 
The phi coefficient, measuring the strength of the 
association between joint statement support and con-
stellation membership, is 0.63 (a strong correlation). 
This supports the reliability of our exploratory use of 
SNA to identify policy constellations in international 
drug policy discussions.

Qualitative comparative analysis

For the QCA of the configurations of conditions that 
may be necessary or sufficient to cause countries to be 
members of policy constellations, we coded constella-
tions as crisp sets, with set scores of either one or zero 
for being a member of each of the two constellations 
that were identified in SNA; liberal or traditionalist.6

By looking at the sociogram in Figure 1, we saw 
that the placement of Latin American countries might 
not follow a pattern that can be explained by the 
value orientations that are measured by the WVS. We 
knew that Latin American countries tend to cluster 
together on the two WVS dimensions, having generally 
moderate levels of emancipative values and low levels 
of secular values (Inglehart & Welzel, 2023). This sug-
gested that it was unlikely that these countries would 
contribute to the identification of a consistent relation-
ship between value orientations and drug policy posi-
tions, so they were excluded from the QCA.7

Using a threshold for consistency of 0.965,8 no set 
of countries with a particular condition were found to 
form a superset of countries with the outcome of 
being a member of either of the constellations. This 
indicates that none of the conditions in the analysis 
were necessary to cause constellation membership.

The truth table for which countries were classified 
by the SNA as members of the liberal constellation is 
displayed in Table 2. With the threshold for consistency 
set at 0.74,9 there was only one combination of causal 
conditions which consistently formed a subset of coun-
tries that were members of the progressive constella-
tion. Boolean minimization of the truth table suggested 
that it was the combination of high emancipative val-
ues AND high secular values that was consistent with 
being sufficient to cause membership of the liberal 
constellation. These were mostly countries that also 
had high human development, but note that there 
were several countries (including Russia and South 
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Korea) with relatively high human development that 
were not members of the liberal constellation. This 
suggests that high human development was not suffi-
cient to cause a country to be part of the liberal con-
stellation of drug policy actors as the 2024 CND.

The parsimonious solution for being a member of 
the liberal constellation is sensitive to the choice of the 
threshold for inclusion of a combination of conditions 
in the set of configurations which consistently had the 
outcome of being a member of the liberal constellation. 
If this threshold were set at 0.62,10 then a second com-
bination of conditions (that includes having low levels 
of secular values) would also be considered sufficient 
for membership of the progressive constellation (as is 
the case for Greece, Poland and Portugal). This would 
knock the condition of being high on secular values out 
of the parsimonious solution, leaving just high emanci-
pative values. This suggests that having a high level of 
emancipative values may be the most consistent ele-
ment of the explanation of why a country was part of 
the liberal constellation of countries at the 2024 CND.

Table 3 shows the truth table for which countries 
were classified by the SNA as members of the tradi-
tionalist constellation. With the threshold for consis-
tency set at 0.76, there were four combinations of 
potentially causal conditions which consistently formed 
a subset of countries that were members of the tradi-
tionalist constellation. Boolean minimization of the 
truth table suggested that it was the condition of hav-
ing low emancipative values that was consistent with 
being sufficient to cause membership of the tradition-
alist constellation at the 2024 CND.

Note that there were countries with both high and 
low levels of secular values in combinations of values 
that were or were not consistently present when a 
country was in the traditionalist constellation. But 

whenever the condition of being low on emancipative 
values was present in a combination of conditions, that 
combination was usually present in countries that were 
classified as members of the traditionalist constellation.

Taken together, these QCA results suggest that 
value orientations—and especially the presence or 
absence of emancipative values in a country’s popula-
tion—may be important for understanding which 
countries (outside Latin America) supported liberal or 
traditionalist policy positions at the 2024 CND.

Again, the presence of a second data point by 
which to differentiate liberal from traditionalist coun-
tries enables us to test how reliable our exploratory 
analysis is. We repeated the QCA, using as the out-
comes membership of the sets of countries who sup-
ported either the Colombian-led or Russian-led group 
statement at the high level segment of the 2024 CND. 
The results of these QCA are displayed in supplemen-
tary appendix B. They are similar but not identical11 to 
the results reported here, in that presence or absence 
of emancipative values in a country’s population (as 
measured by the WVS) emerges as a crucial part of the 
potentially causal explanation of why countries (out-
side of Latin America) adopt the positions they do in 
international drug policy discussions.

Limitations

This is an exploratory analysis, and it has revealed 
some notable limitations—beyond the problem that 
not all countries who were represented at the 2024 
CND participate in the WVS - which will need to be 
considered in future research on similar topics that 
uses similar methods.

Our analysis suggests a strong relationship between 
the value orientations that are broadly shared by the 

Table 2. T ruth table and parismonious solution for being a member of the liberal constellations.
Truth 
table E S H Consistency

1 1 1 0.748
Australia,Austria,Canada,Czechia,Denmark,Finland,France,Germany,Japan,Lithuania, 

Netherlands,New Zealand,Norway,Slovenia,Spain,Sweden,Switzerland,UK,USA
1 0 1 0.627 Greece,Italy,Poland,Portugal
0 1 1 0.232 Belarus,China,Kazakhstan,Malaysia,Russia,South Korea,Thailand
0 0 1 0.219 Albania,Cyprus,Iran,Romania,Singapore,Turkey
0 1 0 0.214 Lebanon,Tajikistan,Ukraine,Vietnam
0 0 0 0.183 Azerbaijan,Bangladesh,Egypt,India,Indonesia,Jordan,Kenya,Libya,Morocco,Nigeria,Pakistan, 

Philippines,Uzbekistan,Zimbabwe
Parsimonious 

solution
  Coverage Consistency Coverage

  ES = > Liberal 0.624 0.748 0.624
Key.
E: high emancipatory (e: low emancipatory values).
S: high secular values.
H: high human development.
Rows in bold were considered consistent with sufficient causation of constellation membership.
Undelined countries are in the liberal constellation.
Countries in italics are in the traditionalit constellation.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09687637.2025.2590649
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687637.2025.2590649


Drugs: Education, Prevention and Policy 9

population of a country and the positions that were sup-
ported by that country’s government at the 2024 CND. 
However, this is not a direct relationship. It is mediated 
by the nature of the government that is in power at any 
particular point, and the individual preferences of the 
officials who are chosen to speak at CND. For example, 
the positions taken by the USA in the subsequent 2025 
CND (after the election of President Trump) were very 
different to those supported by Secretary Blinken at the 
2024 CND (during the Biden administration). For this and 
other reasons, we would not expect to find perfect con-
sistency in the relationships between countries’ value 
orientations and the constellations they form at CND. 
Our analysis does, however, suggest that it is possible to 
observe such relationships at lower levels of consistency, 
suggesting broad patterns of connection between a 
population’s value orientations and policy positions 
taken by its representatives at the CND.

It is possible that some variation between the coun-
tries’ statements results from differences in how they 
were collected, including our reliance on the simulta-
neous interpretation provided at CND to create trans-
lations of the statements that were not submitted in 
English. The interpreters at CND are used to translating 
drug-related language, but it is likely that their transla-
tions missed some of the nuance of the statements in 
their original languages. An ideal and much more 
expensive study would involve native speakers of all 
the languages in which the statements were given par-
ticipating in their analysis.

Another limitation is that this analysis relies on the 
researcher making multiple choices about what data to 
use, which policy positions to code, and how to set up 
the parameters of both the SNA and the QCA. For these 
reasons, we have documented these decisions in the 
article so that readers can repeat them if they want to, 
and judge how justified they are. A more deeply hidden 

problem is that the calculation of modularity in SNA 
(and so the identification of policy constellations and 
their members) can produce different results depending 
on both the parameter that is chosen for the resolution 
of modularity (which can be transparently reported) 
and the starting node for the calculation of modularity 
(which cannot, as the algorithm chooses it at random). 
To deal with such potential fluctuations in the calcula-
tion of modularity, we chose to use the resolution 
parameter and the starting node that produced the 
most interpretable outcome (as is common in various 
forms of factor analysis). This is consistent with the QCA 
process of using the solution that most closely com-
bines theory and data with the researchers’ substantive 
knowledge of the sampled cases. But it would be seen 
as a violation of scientific principles by more purely 
quantitative researchers who seek to remove qualitative 
judgment (or at least its appearance) from their analyses.

The exclusion of Latin American countries from the 
QCA represents another limitation of our analysis. While 
the presence of Uruguay (which has the highest level of 
emancipative values that are reported from any Latin 
American country to the WVS) in the liberal constella-
tion supports the idea that its population’s emancipa-
tive values may cause a country to adopt liberal 
positions at CND, this relationship is less clear for other 
Latin American countries. This suggests that some other 
condition or set of conditions will need to be found to 
explain the drug policy positions of Latin American 
countries. It may be that they are particularly prone to 
the vagaries of whether they have a left or right wing 
government at the time of the CND (von Hoffmann, 2025).

This article has not included measures of the geo-
political relationships between countries in its explana-
tions of the positions that countries took at the 2024 
CND. Previous analyses have shown how positions 
taken in international drug policy discussions have 

Table 3. T ruth table and parismonious solution for being a member of the traditionalist constellations.
Truth 
table E S H Consistency Countries with this configuration

0 0 0 0.817 Azerbaijan,Bangladesh,Egypt,India,Indonesia,Jordan,Kenya,Libya,Morocco,Nigeria,Pakistan, 
Philippines,Uzbekistan,Zimbabwe

0 1 0 0.786 Lebanon,Tajikistan,Ukraine,Vietnam
0 0 1 0.781 Albania,Cyprus,Iran,Romania,Singapore,Turkey
0 1 1 0.768 Belarus,China,Kazakhstan,Malaysia,Russia,South Korea,Thailand
1 0 1 0.373 Greece,Italy,Poland,Portugal
1 1 1 0.252 Australia,Austria,Canada,Czechia,Denmark,Finland,France,Germany,Japan,Lithuania,Netherlands, 

New Zealand,Norway,Slovenia,Spain,Sweden,Switzerland,UK,USA
Parsimonious solution Consistency Coverage

e = > Traditionalist 0.795 0.799
Key.
E: high emancipatory (e: low emancipatory values).
S: high secular values.
H: high human development.
Rows in bold were considered consistent with sufficient causation of constellation membership.
Undelined countries are in the liberal constellation.
Countries in italics are in the traditionalit constellation.
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been used to consolidate contests between such inter-
national power blocs (Mostyn, 2024). It may be useful 
to consider our results in the light of ongoing contest 
for global hegemony between major powers, including 
the USA, China, Russia and the EU. However, we con-
sider it a strength of our exploratory analysis that it is 
capable of producing an explanation of the pattern of 
policy positions taken at the 2024 CND, even without 
including measures of the influence of such geopoli-
tics. After all, it is possible that countries’ value orien-
tations underlie their membership of such power blocs 
as well as their drug policy positions; that culture is 
prior to politics (Huntington, 1993).

Discussion

These exploratory analyses have demonstrated useful 
methods for studying and explaining the pattern and 
content of countries’ drug policy positions at one meet-
ing in one week in March 2024. They cannot present 
the whole picture of the contemporary ‘regime complex’ 
(Collins, 2021a) of international drug policy. They do, 
however, provide support to a growing body of knowl-
edge on the role of value conflict in the fragmentation 
of drug policy discourses (Stevens et al., 2025), including 
at the international level of drug policy making 
(Gholiagha et  al., 2020; Holzscheiter et  al., 2022). Some 
positions that countries take on drug policy may seem, 
from the vantage point of other countries, to be irratio-
nal, in that they are not based on the evidence that 
they see as best representing the realities of illicit drug 
use and policy. We follow Pettrachin and Hadj Abdou 
(2024) in suggesting that we should not consider policy 
actors’ policy positions as ‘irrational.’ Rather, we need to 
examine the underlying rationales that inform the posi-
tions they take, and the alliances they form.

In the contradictory collective statement and votes 
at the 2024 meeting of the CND, we observed a hard-
ening of what Jelsma, Bewley-Taylor and others refer to 
as ‘soft defection.’ These authors used this term to 
describe some countries’ divergence from the tradition-
alist, prohibitionist interpretation of the UN drug con-
ventions. A new constellation has formed around 
support for developments such as harm reduction, 
decriminalization and even legalization of some drugs 
(Jelsma et  al., 2018). That defection became highly vis-
ible during the 2024 CND, and is described, mapped 
and explained in this article in terms of the underlying 
value conflicts that may be driving this fragmentation 
of the international consensus on illicit drugs. Such 
defection and value conflict became even more appar-
ent in the multiple votes taken at the subsequent, 2025 
meeting of the CND (Fordham & Cots Fernández, 2025).

The PCA has previously been operationalized 
through the use of discourse analysis and SNA (Stevens, 
2024). Adding QCA to the mix of methods enables us 
to take a further step toward the explanation of why 
some policy actors take the positions they do, in con-
cert with other actors. We do not argue that the under-
lying value positions of the populations of the member 
states explain all the positions and alliances that were 
apparent at the 2024 CND. There will be other forces at 
play, including geopolitics, the influences of non-state 
advocacy institutions (e.g. the International Drug Policy 
Consortium), the positions of other international bodies 
(e.g. the World Health Organization), the happenstances 
of electoral or other power transfer cycles, and the par-
ticular personalities of the people who attended CND. 
As Gholiagha et  al. (2020) notes, ‘agency matters.’ We 
offer the results of our QCA as a contribution to think-
ing about one part of the complex range of factors 
that influence countries’ alliances and policy positions 
at international meetings. We find it interesting, and 
potentially useful, to know that the presence or absence 
of emancipative values (at least outside Latin America) 
can provide an explanation of the pattern of the spaces 
countries occupy in the drug policy field.

The importance of emancipative values to the expla-
nation of constellation membership points toward a 
possible explanation of the wider fracturing of the inter-
national drug policy debate that Bewley-Taylor (2012) so 
perspicaciously noted. While some commentators have 
suggested that values would converge across countries 
as they become more wealthy and developed (Inglehart, 
1997), what the WVS has actually shown is value diver-
gence over time (Jackson & Medvedev, 2024). It is par-
ticularly interesting that Jackson and Medvedev’s 
analysis of WVS data from 1981 to 2022 shows the 
greatest divergence on the dimension of emancipative 
values. This divergence has come about largely through 
countries’ populations in Oceania, Europe, North America 
and (to a lesser extent) Latin America becoming more 
supportive of emancipative values over time, while 
other countries have not. Our cross-sectional analysis 
suggests that a country’s level of emancipative values 
influence its representatives to take more or less liberal 
positions in international drug policy debates. If this is 
indeed the case, then the apparent increasing diver-
gence in emancipative values may help to explain why 
the consensus on international drug policy has become 
increasingly fractured. Some countries (generally, those 
whose populations have become more supportive of 
emancipative values) have defected from the prohibi-
tionist Vienna consensus.

The role of Latin American countries, and especially 
Colombia, in recent international drug policy debates 
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is particularly noteworthy. In the last decade, a smaller 
constellation of Latin American states—notably 
Colombia, Mexico, Brazil and Bolivia—has advanced 
positions that stress indigenous rights and alternative 
approaches to drug regulation. At the CND 2024, 
Colombia assumed a leading role in coordinating 
efforts to insert more liberal and progressive ideas into 
international debates; a role that it maintained at the 
2025 CND as well (Fordham & Cots Fernández, 2025). 
The coca-producing countries, and particularly Bolivia, 
have demonstrated a readiness to diverge from the 
prevailing consensus on international drug control 
(Boister, 2016). Such resistance underscores a broader 
regional strategy, exemplified by Colombia, of using 
drug policy debates as a venue to assert agency and 
signal distinctiveness in international politics (Collins & 
Alarcón, 2021). A close reading of the statements deliv-
ered at the 2024 CND indicates that Colombia was not 
the only country to seize this opportunity: other states 
in the region, particularly those assigned to the liberal 
constellation, also used the forum to push back against 
prohibitionist orthodoxy and signal alternative visions 
of regulation. Future research should therefore investi-
gate the particular configurations of domestic and 
international conditions that animate the actions of 
Latin American countries in such international fora and 
shape their willingness to challenge traditional global 
drug policy norms (von Hoffmann, 2025).

Conclusion

The PCA - and particularly its first and seventh propo-
sitions - sensitized us to the powerful role of 
ethico-political bases in influencing drug policy mak-
ing, and to the causal role of changes in these cultural 
structures in changing international drug policy. The 
analysis we present here supports these theoretical 
propositions of the PCA and points the way to new 
empirical possibilities for using them to explain stabil-
ity and change in international drug policy making.

This has been an exploratory analysis, in that it 
explores the application of new ways of thinking about 
and studying international drug policy. Methodologically, 
it has demonstrated that it is possible to use the the-
oretical resources of the PCA and the empirical meth-
ods of SNA and QCA to reliably identify and 
provisionally explain policy constellations at the inter-
national level of drug policy making. The strong asso-
ciation between our identification of the members of 
liberal and traditionalist policy constellations and the 
countries’ independent self-sorting into two opposing 
groups (who supported either the Colombian-led or 
the Russian-led statement) suggests that the network 

analysis of policy statements that we have used here 
provides a reliable method for identifying constella-
tions of actors in international drug policy debates. 
This may be useful even for situations where there is 
no such explicit taking of sides.

Substantively, our qualitative comparative analysis 
(of countries outside Latin America) suggests that the 
general presence or absence of emancipative values in 
a country’s population may be an important part of 
the explanation of which countries support which pol-
icy positions in international drug policy discussions. 
This finding is important for targeting of efforts to 
change international drug policy (or to prevent such 
changes). It suggests that these efforts will need to 
attend not just to rational debates about evidence but 
also to affective persuasion based on underlying moral 
values. If there is a general swing toward more eman-
cipative values in powerful countries in international 
drug policy, then further moves toward liberal policies 
may occur. However, recent political events (such as 
the election of authoritarian governments in liberal 
democracies), as well as longer term trends in world 
values (Jackson & Medvedev, 2024), have shown that 
such a shift toward more liberal drug policy is neither 
global nor irreversible. If value divergence deepens, so 
it is likely that the fracturing of international drug pol-
icy will continue.

Notes

	 1.	 Harm reduction is a contested term. A narrow defini-
tion would limit it to the provision of services (includ-
ing needle and syringe programmes and opioid ago-
nist treatment), that can limit the harms of drug use 
even as it continues (Newcombe, 1987). A broader 
definition includes full recognition of the human rights 
of people who use drugs, and reduction of the harms 
done by drug control (HRI, 2022).

	 2.	 These recordings were transcribed using otter.ai and 
then manually corrected to ensure that words in the 
data were those given as the translation of the words 
used by the speakers.

	 3.	 Previous work on the PCA has brought in ideas and 
measures from moral foundations theory (Haidt et  al., 
2009) and Schwartz’s (1992) circumplex of basic values. 
The compatibility between the three approaches to 
measuring value orientations becomes evident when 
we think about the congruence between moral foun-
dations like purity/sanctity, basic values like conformity 
and tradition, and the WVS dimension of sacred-secular. 
Similarly, the high end of the WVSA dimension of 
emancipative values is compatible with the basic value 
of self-direction and the moral foundation of liberty.

	 4.	 Choosing a different value for the modularity parame-
ter produces a different number of modules. As is 
done with other analytical methods for identifying 
clusters within data (e.g. factor analysis) we chose the 
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modularity parameter which was most easily interpret-
ed, according to our substantive knowledge and anal-
ysis of the sampled cases/counties.

	 5.	 Crisp sets are groups of cases that do or do not share 
a particular characteristic. This can be represented by 
giving each case a set score of one (for cases that are 
members of the set that shares the characteristic) or 
zero (for cases that are not members of the set). A 
fuzzy set is used to represent uncertainty as to wheth-
er cases are members of the set. Cases that are classi-
fied as fully in or out of the set are still given set 
scores of one or zero. But cases that are classified as 
partial members of the set are given set scores some-
where between one and zero, representing the degree 
to which they are members of the set. Set scores 
above 0.5 are given to cases that are considered to be 
more in than out of the set. Set scores below 0.5 are 
given to cases that are considered to be more out of 
than in the set. These set scores are calculated from 
data about the cases in a process known as calibration.

	 6.	 We also ran a QCA after calibrating fuzzy set scores for 
membership of the constellations, using the E-I index 
(Krackhardt & Stern, 1988) to measure and then calibrate 
their degree of membership in each constellation. This 
produced similar results as reported here, but with lower 
values for consistency, and higher values for coverage.

	 7.	 Our suspicion was confirmed when we carried out the 
QCA reported here on a dataset that included the Latin 
American countries. This produced lower values for con-
sistency of the truth table rows than are reported here.

	 8.	 As a relationship of necessity is such a strong limit on 
the explanation of an outcome, QCA tends to use a 
high consistency threshold for detecting such a rela-
tionship (Thiem & Dusa, 2013).

	 9.	 In QCA, researchers look for qualitative differences be-
tween cases and configurations of causal conditions. We 
place thresholds for calibration at empty break points in 
the distribution of values for consistency, in order to 
identify such qualitative differences. It is common in 
QCA analysis of relationships of sufficiency to use a 
threshold for consistency that is at a break point in the 
distribution of values for consistency that is above 0.7.

	10.	 It would be unusual to use such a low threshold for 
consistency, but it might be justified by the large gap 
in consistency between rows 2 and 3 of the truth table 
in Table 2, and by the fact that all the countries who 
display this configuration of conditions are also mem-
bers of the EU who tend to make joint statements at 
CND, as well as their own country statements.

	11.	 In the QCA for membership of the set of countries that 
signed the Colombia-led statement, high emancipation 
values emerges even more strongly than in the analy-
sis of membership of the liberal constellation. The par-
simonious solution for membership of the set of coun-
tries that supported the Russia-led statement includes 
low emancipative values AND low secular values.
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